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MARK.ET POTENTIAL FOR FRESH MAINE FISH 
A Handbook 
The purpose of this booklet is to describe the market conditions for fish 
in a small portion of the Maine marketplace. It is our hope that there is 
sufficient information here to make it possible for an increased number of 
Maine seafood suppliers to more successfully compete in that market. 
This study was begun with the knowledge that little Maine fish is being 
consumed in this general area, in spite of the fact that there are many boats 
with the technological capability, personnel with the necessary knowledge, and 
wharves with the landing facilities for finding, catching, and cutting fresh 
fish. Could it be, we asked, that the only ingredient which is missing is 
knowledge of the market, how it works, and what is expected? After all, some- 
one is obviously selling fish here, because it is available; but local boats 
are not catching it, and local wharves are not supplying it. It is for this 
reason that we decided to make the market information available. If no local 
processor is able to take this information and increase the amount of local 
fish which is distributed in the area, then we must conclude tha~ there are 
other obstacles which have to be understood and removed. 
This project was funded by the Coastal Resources Center, Inc., of Bar 
Harbor, Maine. Elmer Beal, Jr., faculty member at College of the Atlantic 
was responsible for the design and overall conduct of the project. Approxi- 
mately one-third of the interviews was conducted by Richard Roe, a law student 
at the University of Maine in Portland, working under the Federal Work-Study 
Program with Fisheries Communications, Inc., of Stonington, Maine. Fisheries 
Communications Director, Nathaniel Barrows, also provided administrative and 
other support for Roe while he was working in the area. Roe also conducted 
interviews with some of the larger Maine seafood suppliers, providing important 
background material. Another third of the interviews was conducted by Elmer 
Beal, Jr., with members of his "Maine Culture" class at COA. The final third of 
the interviews was conducted by Julie MacLeod as a part of a COA independent 
study project. Julie also assisted in the design and drafting of the final 
report. Final responsibility for the content and interpretation of the results 
falls on Elmer Beal, Jr., to whom comments and criticisms may be directed. 
Carole O'Donnell, staff member at COA, also assisted with data tabulation. 
The Study Area: The area chosen for study was Hancock County and the cities 
of Bangor and Brewer in Penobscot County. We also interviewed two roadside 
peddlers in the Wiscasset/Boothbay area. We chose the Hancock County/Bangor/ 
Brewer study area because we felt that we could demonstrate fairly substantial 
volume of sales in this area, and that the area was within easy reach of fishing 
communities located at Stonington, Bass Harbor, Southwest Harbor, Winter Har- 
bor and others further Downeast. It is also an area that is within easy reach 
for College of the Atlantic, and consequently would not require great expendi- 
ture of funds to do the interviewing. 
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The Sample: Working from the telephone directory, we matle lists of retail 
markets and restaurants in the study area and telephoned them to determine 
if they sold fish. If they did, we asked to arrange for an interview, explaining 
the purposes of the study; if they did not, we asked for their reasons for 
not selling fish. The following two factors prevented our interviewing all 
retailers and restauranteurs in the study area: 1) the yellow pages of the 
telephone directory do not list all stores and restaurants, and 2) some restau- 
rants were closed for the winter by the time we called them. In spite of these 
factors, we feel that we probably interviewed the great majority of those 
establishments selling fish in the study area. The total number of interviews 
conducted was 81. Of these, 37 were retail stores and 44 were restaurants. 
Even if we could be sure that we interviewed all of the establishments 
in the study area, not all were willing to provide data on the volume of their 
sales, so an exact figure for volume of sales for each species of fish could 
not be obtained. However, considerable information on volume of sales was 
given us, and we feel that the tables which we have been able to compile 
with these figures should give Maine fish dealers a good idea of the size 
of the market, volume of individual stores on a weekly basis and some seasonal 
variations. All data was obtained through the interview procedure. 
The Questionnaire: Two questionnaires were prepared, one for :.estaurants 
and the other for retail markets. Each sought essentially the same information. 
The first section contained a series of questions about the products sold: 
species, volume, lot sizes, packaging and whether these are found to be satis- 
factory. The second section dealt with suppliers and the services they provide: 
selection breadth, frequency of deliveries, credit terms provided, product 
quality, dependability, and the number of species of fish offered. We also 
asked under what circumstances the retailer or restauranteur would consider 
buying from another supplier. The last section dealt with consumer preferences 
and the ex~ent to which these determine the range of species which are offered 
for sale and the extent to which the sellers try to influence the buyers through 
advertising. 
RESULTS: 
Frequency of Species Carried by Retailers and Restauranteurs: 
The following tables indicate the frequency with which the different species 
of fish are carried by the stores and restaurants which we interviewed. These 
figures should be compared with the volume figures which follow to get a 
clearer idea of the relative popularity of each item. Some species, like 
salmon, are very popular at certain times of year, but are not carried year 
round and consequently, appear at most stores but do not have a high volume 
of sales on the average. 
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Table 1. Species offered at 37 retail stores 
Species No. of stores % of stores stocking speciee 
Haddock fillet 29 78% 
Scallops 28 76 
Halibut 24 65 
Hake 24 65 
Salmon 24 65 
Sole Fillet 21 57 
Prepared products 20 54 
Haddock (whole) 19 51 
Flounder fillet 19 51 
Smelts 19 51 
Mackerel 19 51 
Cusk 17 46 
Cod fillet 16 43 
Shrimp 16. 43 
Crab 16 43 
Pollock 12 32 
Oysters 12 32 
Clams ll 30 
Cod (smoked) 10 27 
Swordfish 7 19 
Aquacultured salmon 3 8 
Ocean perch 3 8 
Bluefish 2 5 
Striped Bass 1 3 
Table 2. Species offered at 44 restaurants 
Species No. of restaurants % of restaurants stocking species 
Scallops 35 79% 
Shrimp 33 75 
Haddock fillet 32 73 
Clams 30 68 
Halibut 24 54 
Crabmeat 18 41 
Sole fillet 12 27 
Oysters ll 25 
Cod fillet 10 23 
Flounder fillet 9 20 
Salmon 9 20 
Prepared products 8 18 
Swordfish 7 16 
Mackerel 5 ll 
Cod (whole) 4 9 
Aguacultured salmon 4 9 
Hake 3 7 
Cusk 2 4 
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It should be faily clear from the preceeding tables which of the species 
offer a more sure market. We also note which of these are more abundant in 
this area, and should recognize that when those which are locally abundant 
are not high on the list, it could be the object of an advertising campaign 
to push them up on the list of popularity. 
Volume of Sales: The tables which follow indicate the average weekly 
volume of sales (in pounds, execpt where otherwise marked) for each species 
of fish sold at the various establishments interviewed. The number at the 
top of each column is the key number by which we identify each retail estab- 
lishment or restaurant. Thus, each column indicates the nature of the weekly 
sales of one business. Where a square contains two numbers separated by a 
horizontal line, the upper one is the summer volume, and the lower one is winter 
volume (still weekly averages). A check mark in the square indicates that the 
species carried is fresh; an X indicates that the species carried is frozen. 
Where no numbers appear in the boxes, the establishment did not report volume. 
In some cases where the restaurant was only open in the summer, a figure appears 
above a horizontal line with no figure below it. In most instances when a 
volume figure was not reported, it was because the amount carried was insigni- 
ficantly low. In some cases, however, when businesses were buying fresh local 
fish, they could not give a reliable volume figure because their supply de- 
pended upon availability, which is always fluctuating. On the third page of 
these tables (page 7) totals are given for all retail stores reporting volume, 
for each species. Similar totals are given for restaurants on the sixth page 
of these tables (page 10). 
;; 
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Suppliers: A total of 29 suppliers service the 81 retailers and restau- 
ranteurs surveyed. The following chart lists the seven top suppliers and the 
number of customers which they service. It should be emphasized that most 
restaurants and retail markets depend on one supplier for the bulk of their order. 
Table 4. 
Suppliers No. of customers 
'Maine Shellfish Company 53 
Local Fishermen 28 
Downeast Clams 8 
c. H. Rich, Bass Harbor 7 
Wilson's, Bangor 4 
Capt. Morrill's, Brewer 4 
C. H. Rice, Bangor 4 
Most retail and restaurant managers expressed s~tisfaction with their present 
suppliers, but practically everyone is willing to consider dealing with ad- 
ditional suppliers. When asked what qualities are essential in a good supplier, 
managers consistently listed dependability, product qn~lity and regular supply 
of fresh fish as their priorities. Price is always important, but it is not 
the determining factor in choosing to do business with a particular supplier. 
Price is often thought to be a factor over which local buyers have no control. 
Having a broad selection of fish was not considered essential either; stores 
and restaurants prefer a regular supply of the three or four most popular items. 
However, some larger stores did say that they preferred the simpler recorG- 
keeping of dealing with just one supplier. For restaurants and retail markets 
in summer resort areas, a wider variety is desireable to meet varying tastes 
and increased demand of the summer trade. 
No one supplier meets all of the requirements of the market. Yet, most 
mandgers interviewed felt that there is not enough competition. A sµpplier 
who could offer equal or better quality and prices and could make his products 
available on a dependable basis would find a very receptive market. Those 
managers presently buying locally caught fish report no disadvantages, other 
than the problem of irregular supply. Many managers stressed that they would 
pcefer to stock Maine seafood products. However, no one is willing to risk 
alienating himself from any of his present suppliers if a dependable alternative 
is not available. In other words, if you want to become a major seafood sup- 
plier, you will have to import species like halibut and haddock, at least during 
certain times of year in order to be able to retain your customers, and until 
such time that your advertising could convince consumers to buy principally 
those species which can be caught in the area. 
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Packaging: Managers generally expressed satisfaction with the manner in 
which the fish they buy is prepared and packaged. Stores and restaurants 
almost never employ a fish cutter, so they expect fish to be prepared to sell 
when they receive it. Retail markets either wrap the fish as it is sold or 
wrap it in their own labeled packages with weight and price as they do meat. 
They generally like to do this wrapping themselves because they can smell of 
the fish when they receive it. This is generally the only kind of quality 
check which is thought reliable. Suppliers provide lots in wooden or plastic 
containers holding ten pounds or more. Twenty pound boxes are a common size. 
There does not immediately appear to be a demand for innovation in packaging, 
but some kind of freshness test which could demonstrate the superior freshness 
of one's product would be good. It is reported that such a test may soon be 
available. 
Restaurants often ask for pre-sized portions if they can get them. This 
is another labor saving device. Yet, not all restaurants seemed to know of 
this practice. This would appear to be the kind of service which might con- 
vince restaurant managers to change suppliers - if they could be sold on this 
kind of service. A supplier would pre-weigh and individually wrap protions 
which the restaurant manager could freeze and use as needed, or the portions 
could come pre-frozen. 
Customer Preferences: Customers' preferences largely determine the 
varieties of fish which retail markets and restaurants stock. We asked 
retailers and restauranteurs if they felt they knew what was most important in 
their customers' choice of fish. Most respondents said that they felt that 
people wanted fresh (as opposed to frozen) fish, and that they expected familiar 
varieties. Price does not appear to be a primary consideration. This is 
indicated by the fact that very inexpensive species like pollack and hake do 
not sell in as great quantities as do ~he more popular and more expensive 
varieties. 
Restaurant managers say that customers want familiar species above all 
else. Though the public finds the idea of fresh fish appealing, experienced 
restaurant managers claim that tourists and inland residents cannot distinguish 
between fresh and frozen fish when it is well-prepared. In fact, restaurants 
often prefer the frozen because they do not run the same risk of spoilage, 
pieces can be thawed individually as needed, and quality is more consistent 
than that of fresh fish which has been shipped from Canada. There seems to be 
little question that consumers could tell the difference between most imported 
fish and very fresh fish which could be supplied locally to the study area. 
Local wharves have the natural advantage of being close to the market. 
Consumer preference for haddock, which can be seen by looking at the tables 
on stocking frequency and volume of sales, is a major obstacle to be overcome 
before sales of locally caught fish can increase. Haddock has become a scarce 
fish, and is now rarely found anywhere near these shores. Consumers seem to 
buy fish as if cheaper types of fish were like cheaper cuts of neat, that is, 
lower in quality. Yet, this is not the case: The cheaper types of fish are 
less expensive because their demand is lower than their supply, compared with 
haddock and halibut. The quality of less expensive fish is not significantly 
different, having about the same amount of protein, fat, carbohydrates and 
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minerals as other kinds of fish. Advertising will be necessary to convince 
consumers to buy the kind of fish which is currently available from local 
waters, whether this be cod in fall; hake, flounder or cod in spring; or 
mackerel, pollock, cod or tuna in the summer. Different species are more 
abundant at different times of year, and most are scarce in winter. We should 
convince the Maine consumer to buy that which is available locally because 
it will be fresher, equally nutritious, and will benefit our Maine economy. 
Another advantage of Maine fresh fish which the consumer should know about 
is the absence of preservatives. As the public becomes more conscious of the 
dangers of food additives, the fact that much Canadian fish is so treated will 
make American fish more sought-after. Our study indicates that both restau- 
rant and retail managers feel that they could sell more fish if it were fresher. 
Maine fish should have the advantage here, but local fishermen will have to 
take care to ice their fish or it will not last as long. Fish which is iced 
immediately after catching will last up to 14 or 15 days; fish wnich is 
allowed to warm up to 50 degrees fahrenheit after being caught will only 
last about 5 days. Being able to assure a longer shelf-life with high quality 
would be a very strong selling point for local fish. 
Conclusions: It seems clear that there is opportunity to compete in a 
substantial local market for seafood. Further, the area in which local 
wharves could compete by distributing their own seafood products is consider- 
ably larger than the study area, and could include restaurants and retail 
markets in other Maine cities at considerable distances. The major advantage 
of freshness over Canadian fish will have to be exploited to the fullest 
extent possible. There is also the possibility that transportation costs 
from Canada will continue to increase and give Maine fish a further cost 
advantage. Further study should be done to determine rhe effect of Canadian 
subsidies to their fishing industry to determine if a .. y recommendations should 
be made to the U. S. government to provide protective measures for our fisher- 
men. Local wharves will have to take aggressive steps to ensure the highest 
possible level of quality of Maine fresh fish, as managers of both retail 
stores and restaurants consistently stated that a high quality product was 
their most important consideration when buying fish. 
Local wharves will probably have to invest in both distribution equipment 
(trucks) and in processing facilities. This is, admittedly, a potential obstacle, 
but unless some means can be devised for controlling volume of supply (such 
as contracting with fishermen for a given volume of fish), surpluses will 
have to be exported from the state, or will have to be frozen. Since there 
is local demand for frozen fish, the latter would appear to be preferable. 
Persons attempting to enter the market as suppliers should expect to 
provide service to their customers as needed, at least once a week, and as 
often as daily in the summer. They should expect to provide filletted fish in 
lots as small as 10 pounds, and to offer some portion-controlled sizes to 
restaurants. They should offer a fairly wide variety of fish, but above all, 
they should be dependable in delivering whatever species in which they hope 
to specialize. They may have to offer credit for up to 30 days, and consequently 
should have enough capital to continue operating for as many days themselves. 
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Several stores commented that attempts by the State Department of Marine 
Resources (DMR) to introduce mussels, a relatively unpopular seafood, had 
met with initial success. One Bangor supermarket sold fifty bushels during. 
the first week. This indicates to us that advertising and promotion can have 
a very positive effect in selling less popular species. It will do little 
good, however, to popularize such species until a local and dependable sup- 
plier can be found. The experience with mussels seems to indicate that no 
local supplier was found, and stores which had introduced mussels supplied by 
the DMR could not get them after the initial supply was gone. Another species 
which has gained some popularity from advertising is Greenland turbot. Al- 
though not carried regularly enough to appear in our survey results, we talked 
to some stores which reported selling occasional large amounts of that fish 
when advertised on special. 
In summary, Maine consumers need to be made aware of the advantages of 
buying locally-caught fish, especially those species which are less popular 
at present. Suppliers must emphasize the high quality of their product and 
must prove themselves through reliable service to restaurants and retail 
establishments, using primarily locally caught fish, but being prepared to 
supplement with non-local fish to meet the demands of their customers. 
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